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ACTS 
 

On the Defensive 

Acts 23 

 

I. Paul on the Defensive 

a. Towards the end of chapter 21 we see a dramatic change in the nature of Paul’s ministry 

i. In previous chapters, even though Paul was beaten and temporarily imprisoned, he was 

ultimately free to spread the gospel throughout Asia-minor and Greece – which, through 

the power of the Holy Spirit, he was incredibly effective at 

b. After Paul’s 3rd missionary journey he returned to Jerusalem, caused two riots, was beaten, and 

now stands before the Jewish Supreme Court – the Sanhedrin  

i. Exactly as a prophet foretold in Acts 21 "He took Paul's belt, bound his own hands and 

feet, and said, "Thus says the Holy Spirit 'So shall the Jews at Jerusalem bind the man 

who owns this belt, and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles.' " 

1. Paul’s arrest has not marked the end of his ministry – just a change in what it 

looks like.  

2. In Acts 22, despite the fact the Paul is in the custody of Roman soldiers, Paul is 

given the opportunity to share his testimony with his Jewish brothers and he 

begins his testimony with this statement "Brethren and fathers, hear my defense 

(apologia) before you now." 

c. Paul is no longer on the offensive pushing the gospel forward, he is now put in position where he 

must defend the truth of the gospel 

i. This is a radical change for him and has to be incredibly difficult for someone with the 

heart of an evangelist 

ii. Instead of preaching to large crowds and planting and supporting churches all over Asia-

Minor he is going to be defending the truth of the gospel in front of high priests, 

governors, kings, and Caesar himself 

II. Paul Before the Sanhedrin 

Act 23:1-2  Then Paul, looking earnestly at the council, said, "Men and brethren (instead of the standard 

greeting of fathers, Paul was saying I was once one of you), I have lived in all good conscience before God 

until this day."  (2)  And the high priest Ananias commanded those who stood by him to strike him on the 

mouth.   

a. Paul begins his defense with a statement of innocence 

i. “I have lived in good conscience before God until this day.” 

ii. What does Paul mean by this? Did he really live in good conscience before God when he 

consented to Steven’s murder or when he was ravaging the body of Christ?  

1. We know that the conviction of the Lord was present because Jesus asked Paul on 

the road to Damascus “why are you resisting me?” 

2. How can he say “I have lived in good conscience before God” 

b. Php 3:3-8  For we are the circumcision, who worship God in the Spirit, rejoice in Christ 

Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh,  (4)  though I also might have confidence in the 

flesh. If anyone else thinks he may have confidence in the flesh, I more so:  (5)  circumcised 

the eighth day, of the stock of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of the Hebrews; 

concerning the law, a Pharisee;  (6)  concerning zeal, persecuting the church; concerning the 

righteousness which is in the law, blameless.  (7)  But what things were gain to me, these I 

have counted loss for Christ.  (8)  Yet indeed I also count all things loss for the excellence of 
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the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and 

count them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ 

i. Life didn’t truly begin for Paul until he gave his life to Jesus, until he was born again 

1. Paul goes on to say “That I may gain Christ and be found in Him, not having my 

own righteousness, which is from the law, but that which is through faith in 

Christ, the righteousness which is from God by faith;” 

2. His conscience isn’t clean because he is sinless, his conscience is clean because 

Jesus was sinless on his behalf 

c. It was at that statement the high priest Ananias commanded that Paul be struck in the face 

i. Isn’t it interesting that because Paul has been rescued from the wages of death and 

brought into new life, that has put him at odds with those who are still dying 

1. If Paul hadn’t been transformed, born again, he probably would be sitting on this 

council – but instead he is now at odds with them 

ii. Leonard Ravenhill “Why Revival Tarries” - “If we will do God’s work in God’s way at 

God’s time with God’s power, we shall have God’s blessing and the devil’s curses. When 

God opens the windows of heaven to bless us, the devil will open the door of hell to blast 

us. God’s smile means the devil’s frown”  

1. As bad as some of the priests were in the history of Israel, he is considered by 

many to be the worst. 

a. He had become extremely wealthy off of deals he had worked out with 

priests who would conveniently find problems with the people’s sacrifices 

so that they would have to purchase new animals from the temple directly. 

b. He eventually would be assassinated by his own people 

2. Paul had made a name for himself in the ranks of satan and Ananias was every bit 

a son of the devil.  

III. Submission to Authority 

(3)  Then Paul said to him, "God will strike you, you whitewashed wall! For you sit to judge me according to 

the law, and do you command me to be struck contrary to the law?"  (4)  And those who stood by said, "Do 

you revile God's high priest?"  (5)  Then Paul said, "I did not know, brethren, that he was the high priest; 

for it is written, 'YOU SHALL NOT SPEAK EVIL OF A RULER OF YOUR PEOPLE.'"   

a. Deuteronomy 25 forbid a man to be beaten without a trial 

i. Even if he was found guilty he was to be struck on the back, not the mouth 

ii. Paul’s response was spot on. You’re responsible for enforcing the law and you break the 

law yourself. Our first example of man-made religion in this text. 

1. Keep in mind that this was the judicial body that tried Jesus illegally and pushed 

for his execution 

a. Some of the names have changed but the corruption remains 

2. Paul calls them dead men – tombs were whitewashed to bring attention to them. 

Kept the Jews from becoming ceremonially unclean 

a. All though Paul’s statement was true its an emotional reaction 

3. This reaction is used as a defense to call out those in authority and blast them for 

their arrogance and incompetence and deceit  

iii. This is why context in Bible study is so important 

1. Many Christians today are looking for a fight – they are self-proclaimed warriors 

of justice and defenders of sound doctrine and no one is safe from their crosshairs, 

Christians and non-Christians alike 

2. They point to Jude’s call to contend for the faith and even Paul’s defense here in 

Acts to justify their combative approach to sniffing out and exposing and 

destroying false doctrine  

iv. Our primary aim as followers of Christ is not to go out and find trouble – our primary aim 

is to share the good news of Jesus Christ and train up disciples  



1. If we are doing that trouble will find us! Paul warned the church in Ephesus – 

“fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among 

your own selves will arise men speaking perverse things, to draw away the 

disciples after them" 

2. Jude’s warning is explained in verse 4 of his book - Jud 1:4  For certain men 

have crept in unnoticed, who long ago were marked out for this condemnation, 

ungodly men, who turn the grace of our God into lewdness and deny the only 

Lord God and our Lord Jesus Christ. 

3. Paul tells Timothy to be ready to give a defense for the hope that is in you – he is 

speaking to a young pastor who is shepherding a flock and living out the mission 

that Jesus gave him.  

a. Trouble will find us, we don’t have to go out looking for it. Sufficient for 

the day is its own trouble. 

b. Paul’s defense is not license to take out our knowledge and start throwing it around like a deadly 

weapon 

i. Knowledge is like underwear, it's important to have it but don't go around showing it off 

ii. Paul’s defense is an encouragement to the persecuted church and an example of how to 

stand strong for the gospel in the face of that persecution 

1. Paul didn’t go out looking for trouble, trouble found him 

iii. We live in a time where we can freely spread the gospel – let’s take advantage of that 

time! We can’t get distracted from our mission.  

c. Things take an interesting turn though when Paul discovers he is speaking to the high priest. He 

essentially apologizes "I did not know, brethren, that he was the high priest; for it is written, 

'YOU SHALL NOT SPEAK EVIL OF A RULER OF YOUR PEOPLE.'"   

1. Paul had already wrote to the Romans “Let every person be subject to the 

governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those that 

exist have been instituted by God.” 

2. There is a Biblical precedence for submission to earthly authority 

3. 1Pe 2:13-17  Therefore submit yourselves to every ordinance of man for the 

Lord's sake, whether to the king as supreme,  (14)  or to governors, as to those 

who are sent by him for the punishment of evildoers and for the praise of those 

who do good.  (15)  For this is the will of God, that by doing good you may put 

to silence the ignorance of foolish men— (16)  as free, yet not using liberty as a 

cloak for vice, but as bondservants of God. Honor all people. Love the 

brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the king.   

4. If Paul had this attitude towards this corrupt judicial body that had demanded the 

execution of Jesus what right do we have to speak evil of our leaders  

(6)  But when Paul perceived that one part were Sadducees and the other Pharisees, he cried out in the 

council, "Men and brethren, I am a Pharisee, the son of a Pharisee; concerning the hope and resurrection 

of the dead I am being judged!"  (7)  And when he had said this, a dissension arose between the Pharisees 

and the Sadducees; and the assembly was divided.  (8)  For Sadducees say that there is no resurrection—and 

no angel or spirit; but the Pharisees confess both.  (9)  Then there arose a loud outcry. And the scribes of the 

Pharisees' party arose and protested, saying, "We find no evil in this man; but if a spirit or an angel has 

spoken to him, let us not fight against God."  (10)  Now when there arose a great dissension, the commander, 

fearing lest Paul might be pulled to pieces by them, commanded the soldiers to go down and take him by 

force from among them, and bring him into the barracks. 

IV. God vs Religion 

a. Sadducees were the materialists of the day – did not believe in miracles, did not believe in 

resurrection from the dead 

i. Pharisee’s on the other hand believed in the supernatural  

ii. Paul, wisely perceived their division, exploited it and he got the intended result 

iii. The fighting became so intense that the commander pulled Paul back into the barracks 



1. This is the 3rd riot Paul has caused if you are keeping track 

(11)  But the following night the Lord stood by him and said, "Be of good cheer, Paul; for as you have 

testified for Me in Jerusalem, so you must also bear witness at Rome."    

b. Paul has to be mentally and physically exhausted. Emotionally drained.  

i. Jesus says to him “cheer up! I’m not done with you yet. You’re going to continue to bear 

witness to me” 

ii. Everywhere Paul bore witness of Jesus riots broke out and Jesus’ encouragement is “I’m 

going to have you keep doing what you’re doing.” 

1. How is that encouraging? Act 18:9-10  Now the Lord spoke to Paul in the night 

by a vision, "Do not be afraid, but speak, and do not keep silent;  (10)  for I am 

with you, and no one will attack you to hurt you; for I have many people in this 

city." 

2. Ministry can be physically, mentally, and emotionally draining but the reward is 

walking with Jesus, being a part of what he is doing 

3. If we want to be close to Jesus we need to be where Jesus is and that’s reaching 

out to the lost and making disciples.  

a. “I don’t feel close to Jesus, I can’t hear his voice.” Are you following 

Him? Are you walking in the Spirit?  

(12)  And when it was day, some of the Jews banded together and bound themselves under an oath, saying 

that they would neither eat nor drink till they had killed Paul.  (13)  Now there were more than forty who had 

formed this conspiracy.  (14)  They came to the chief priests and elders, and said, "We have bound ourselves 

under a great oath that we will eat nothing until we have killed Paul.  (15)  Now you, therefore, together with 

the council, suggest to the commander that he be brought down to you tomorrow, as though you were going 

to make further inquiries concerning him; but we are ready to kill him before he comes near."   

c. Religion makes you stupid – they bound themselves under an oath that they wouldn’t be able to 

keep, devised a plan to deceive the Roman government, and they boasted about their oath 

i. Murder, lies, and breaking an oath – all this by men who were defenders of the law. 

Religion follows the rules it wants to until doesn’t want to 

ii. Their religion was exactly that, theirs. It was manufactured by them to fit into their 

lifestyle and could change at a moment’s notice depending on their needs. 

(16)  So when Paul's sister's son heard of their ambush, he went and entered the barracks and told Paul.  

(17)  Then Paul called one of the centurions to him and said, "Take this young man to the commander, for 

he has something to tell him."  (18)  So he took him and brought him to the commander and said, "Paul the 

prisoner called me to him and asked me to bring this young man to you. He has something to say to you."  

(19)  Then the commander took him by the hand, went aside, and asked privately, "What is it that you have 

to tell me?"  (20)  And he said, "The Jews have agreed to ask that you bring Paul down to the council 

tomorrow, as though they were going to inquire more fully about him.  (21)  But do not yield to them, for 

more than forty of them lie in wait for him, men who have bound themselves by an oath that they will neither 

eat nor drink till they have killed him; and now they are ready, waiting for the promise from you."  (22)  So 

the commander let the young man depart, and commanded him, "Tell no one that you have revealed these 

things to me."  (23)  And he called for two centurions, saying, "Prepare two hundred soldiers, seventy 

horsemen, and two hundred spearmen to go to Caesarea at the third hour of the night;  (24)  and provide 

mounts to set Paul on, and bring him safely to Felix the governor."  (25)  He wrote a letter in the following 

manner:  (26)  Claudius Lysias, To the most excellent governor Felix: Greetings.  (27)  This man was seized 

by the Jews and was about to be killed by them. Coming with the troops I rescued him, having learned that 

he was a Roman.  (28)  And when I wanted to know the reason they accused him, I brought him before their 

council.  (29)  I found out that he was accused concerning questions of their law, but had nothing charged 

against him deserving of death or chains.  (30)  And when it was told me that the Jews lay in wait for the 

man, I sent him immediately to you, and also commanded his accusers to state before you the charges 

against him. Farewell.  (31)  Then the soldiers, as they were commanded, took Paul and brought him by 

night to Antipatris.  (32)  The next day they left the horsemen to go on with him, and returned to the 

barracks.  (33)  When they came to Caesarea and had delivered the letter to the governor, they also presented 



Paul to him.  (34)  And when the governor had read it, he asked what province he was from. And when he 

understood that he was from Cilicia,  (35)  he said, "I will hear you when your accusers also have come." 

And he commanded him to be kept in Herod's Praetorium. 

V. God is in Control 

a. The schemes of man will never overcome the will of God 

i. It’s true - when we do God’s work in God’s way at God’s time with God’s power we will 

become a target of the forces of hell, but these are the same forces Jesus defeated on the 

cross. 

1. We are not fighting for victory we are fighting from victory. The enemy has been 

defeated – the battle has been won – Jesus invites us to walk in the victory. 

2. "The Word of God is like a lion. You don’t have to defend a lion. All you have to 

do is let the lion loose, and the lion will defend itself." Charles Spurgeon 

3. It was easy for Paul to forget this truth in the midst of the chaos but Jesus 

reminded Him “Be of good cheer, I got this” 

4. Rev 1:17-18  And when I saw Him, I fell at His feet as dead. But He laid His 

right hand on me, saying to me, "Do not be afraid; I am the First and the Last.  

(18)  I am He who lives, and was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore. 

Amen. And I have the keys of Hades and of Death. 

 

Communion 


